In this short and interesting book, a renowned philosopher with expertise in mental illness reviews the major findings of the biology, psychology, and politics of alcoholism. His message is that alcoholism is not a disease. Rather, he argues, heavy drinking is a "way of life." Political, social, and personal forces may sharply affect the extent to which destructive drinking takes place.
The book's central chapter is entitled "Can Alcoholics Control Their Drinking," and its thesis is that alcoholism does not involve a "loss of control." Fingarette discusses the abundant scientific literature showing that heavy drinking is a function of complex external factors; he emphasizes the operant conditioning paradigms that have been shown to modify alcoholic drinking. He attacks the concept of "loss of control" on logical grounds, and his arguments are appealing for their common sense. For example, he notes that many alcoholism treatment programs require a period of abstinence before admission. If being an alcoholic means losing control over drinking, Fingarette asks, how can it be that in order to enter treatment the alcoholic has to demonstrate the ability to exert just that control?
Fingarette's argument that alcoholism is not a disease is less convincing. The problem is that he never gives "disease" a formal definition. For example, it is not made clear that in order to qualify as a disease, an illness must have a unique natural history. Nor is it obvious that all diseases have a purely biological cause. The author's arguments about alcoholism, however, rest on precisely these points. On page 6, for example, he argues that alcoholism is too diverse in its manifestations to qualify as a single disease; however, the same argument could be made about systemic lupus erythematosus. In the same passage, he goes on to suggest that because psychosocial factors play a causal role in alcoholism, it cannot be a disease. The same argument, however, can be made for coronary artery disease, in which personality plays an etiologic role.
In writing this book, the author's strength lies in his common sense rather than in his careful scientific review or rigorous philosophical analysis. Chapter 5, "Understanding Heavy Drinking as a Way of Life," is innovative and impressive, sketching an alternative to the "disease" concept. The two final chapters of the book outline a programmatic approach to combating alcoholism. One chapter deals with alcoholism treatment; the other presents political and social changes aimed at decreasing heavy drinking. These changes include the elimination of alcohol advertisements on television and radio, heavy taxes on liquor, and stiff penalties for drunk drivers.
I would recommend this thought-provoking book to the reader with some education and attraction to the behavioral and biological sciences. It is liberally footnoted, allowing the interested reader to pursue a wealth of interrelated topics. This brief paperback manual was created in conjunction with a program in the northwestern United States to train health care workers to treat AIDS patients. The
